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(57) ABSTRACT

An object detection apparatus includes an incident optical
system, which includes light source units and a combining
unit combining light beams emitted from the light source
units; a deflection unit including rotating reflection parts that
deflect the light beams to scan and be irradiated on a prede-
termined range of an object; an imaging unit forming an
image based on the light from the predetermined range of the
object; and an optical detection unit detecting the object
based on the light received via the imaging unit. Further the
combining unit combines the light beams such that each of the
combined light beams passes a single light path when pro-
jected onto a predetermined plane, and each of the light paths
exists outside a region of the deflection unit when projected
onto the first plane.
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1
OBJECT DETECTION APPARATUS WITH
DETECTION BASED ON REFLECTED LIGHT
OR SCATTERED LIGHT VIA AN IMAGING
UNIT

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application is based on claims the benefit of
priority under 35 U.S.C. §119 of Japanese Patent Application
No. 2012-174181 filed Aug. 6, 2012, the entire contents of
which are hereby incorporated herein by reference.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to an object detection appa-
ratus.

2. Description of the Related Art

Recently, there has been known an object detection appa-
ratus that may detect the existence of an object and the dis-
tance to the object.

As an example of such an object detection apparatus, there
is an apparatus that irradiates light to an object to measure the
distance from the apparatus to the object by irradiating light,
reflecting the irradiated light by a surface of a rotating poly-
gon mirror (rotation mirror), focusing the reflected light with
a focusing lens to irradiate the focused light onto the object,
and reflecting the returned light from the object by another
surface of the polygon mirror to focus the reflected light onto
a receiving device of the apparatus (see, for example, Japa-
nese Laid-open Patent Publication No. H06-102343).

Further, as another example of the object detection appa-
ratus, there is an apparatus that may scan light in a desired
area by alternately turning on a plurality of light sources
arranged in the scanning direction without using (having) a
deflection unit (means) such as the rotation mirror (see, for
example, Japanese Laid-open Patent Publication No. 2009-
103529).

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to an aspect of the present invention, an object
detection apparatus includes an incident optical system,
which includes a plurality of light source units, and a com-
bining unit configured to combine light beams emitted from
the light source units; a deflection unit including rotating
reflection parts that deflect the light beams to scan and be
irradiated on a predetermined range of an object; an imaging
unit forming an image based on reflected light or scattered
light from the predetermined range of the object; and an
optical detection unit configured to detect the object based on
the reflected light or the scattered light received via the imag-
ing unit. Further, the combining unit is configured to combine
the light beams emitted from the light source units such that
each of the combined light beams travels a single light path
when the combined light beams are projected onto a first
plane and each of'the light paths exists outside a region of the
deflection unit when the light paths are projected onto the first
plane.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Other objects, features, and advantages of the present
invention will become more apparent from the following
description when read in conjunction with the accompanying
drawings, in which:
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FIGS. 1A and 1B schematically illustrate an example pro-
jection-side optical system of an object detection apparatus
according to a first embodiment;

FIGS. 2A and 2B schematically illustrate an example light-
receiving-side optical system of the object detection appara-
tus according to the first embodiment;

FIGS. 3A and 3B schematically illustrate comparative
examples of projection-side optical systems of the object
detection apparatus;

FIG. 4 schematically illustrates an example projection-side
optical system of an object detection apparatus according to a
second embodiment;

FIGS. 5A and 5B schematically illustrate an example pro-
jection-side optical system of an object detection apparatus
according to a third embodiment;

FIGS. 6 A and 6B schematically illustrate an example pro-
jection-side optical system of an object detection apparatus
according to a fourth embodiment;

FIGS. 7A and 7B schematically illustrate example arrange-
ments of the light source and the coupling lens; and

FIGS. 8A and 8B schematically illustrate additional
example arrangements of the light source and the coupling
lens.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

In an object detection apparatus such as that disclosed in
Japanese Laid-open Patent Publication No. H06-102343, the
light from a single light source is incident onto the rotation
mirror. Therefore, it may be difficult to detect an object from
atwo-dimensional region and an object disposed far from the
apparatus by increasing the light amount of the apparatus as
well.

Further, in an object detection apparatus such as that dis-
closed in Japanese Laid-open Patent Publication No. 2009-
103529, a plurality of light sources are used but no deflection
unit is used. Due to this configuration, it may still be difficult
to sufficiently detect an object from a two-dimensional region
and an object disposed far from the apparatus by increasing
the light amount of the apparatus as well.

Further even if the above two disclosed configurations of
Japanese Laid-open Patent Publication Nos. H06-102343 and
2009-103529 (i.e., the deflection unit such as a rotation mirror
and the plurality of light sources) are simply combined, trun-
cation of the light beam in the incident optical system may
occur and, accordingly, the light amount may be reduced. As
a result, it may still be difficult to detect an object from a two
dimensional region and an object far from the apparatus.

A present invention is made to solve at least one of the
problems and may provide an object detection apparatus that
has a deflection unit and a plurality of light sources and may
prevent the reduction of the light amount due to the occur-
rence of truncation of a light beam.

In the following, embodiments of the present invention are
described with reference the accompanying drawings. Fur-
ther, the same reference numerals are repeatedly used in the
figures, and repeated descriptions may be omitted.

First Embodiment

FIGS. 1A and 1B schematically illustrate an example pro-
jection-side optical system of an object detection apparatus
according to a first embodiment. Specifically, FIG. 1A illus-
trates a cross section in the direction parallel to the XY plane,
and FIG. 1B illustrates a cross section in the direction parallel
to the X7 plane.
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Further, FIGS. 2A and 2B schematically illustrate an
example light-receiving-side optical system of the object
detection apparatus according to the first embodiment. Spe-
cifically, FIG. 2A illustrates a cross section in the direction
parallel to the XY plane, and FIG. 2B illustrates a cross
section in the direction parallel to the XZ plane.

In the description, the term “parallel” refers to not only
strictly (accurately) parallel but also substantially parallel as
long as a desired effect of the present invention is achieved.
Further, the term “perpendicular” refers to not only strictly
(accurately) perpendicular but also substantially perpendicu-
lar as long as the desired effect of the present invention is
achieved.

As shown in FIGS. 1A through 2B, an object detection
apparatus 10 generally includes light sources 11 and 21,
coupling lenses 12 and 22, a reflection mirror 13, a rotation
mirror 14, a reflection mirror 15, an imaging lens 16, an
optical detector 17, a combining unit 23, and an optical detec-
tor driving board 25. Further, reference numerals 100 and 110
denote an image surface of the object to be detected and the
detection range, respectively.

Further, in FIGS. 1A through 2B, the three-dimensional
orthogonal coordinate axes (i.e., X axis, Y axis, and Z axis)
are provided. The X axis extends in the direction from the
rotation mirror 14 to the center of the detection range 110. The
Y axis extends in the scanning direction generated by the
rotation mirror 14. The Z axis extends in the direction parallel
to the rotation axis of the rotation mirror 14. The three-
dimensional orthogonal coordinate axes are also applied to
the rest of the drawings.

The light sources 11 and 21 are arranged at the same
position in the Z axis direction when viewed from the direc-
tion perpendicular to the XZ plane. In the following, as the
light sources 11 and 21, solid light sources such as semicon-
ductor lasers and light emitting diodes may be used. In this
embodiment, a case is described where the semiconductor
lasers are used as the light sources 11 and 21 to output pulsed
light.

The coupling lenses 12 and 22 are disposed on the down-
stream sides of the light sources 11 and 21, respectively.
Further, the coupling lenses 12 and 22 are disposed at the
same position in the Z-axis direction when viewed from the
direction perpendicular to the XZ plane. Further, each of the
coupling lenses 12 and 22 may include a plurality of optical
devices. The coupling lenses 12 and 22 render the light beam
emitted from the light sources 11 and 21, respectively, into a
predetermined state (in which, for example, the light beam is
focused (collected)).

Herein, the term “light beam” refers to a bundle of light
rays emitted in various directions from a light source. There-
fore, the term “light ray” herein refers to light included in the
light beam and traveling in a particular direction.

In this embodiment, the coupling lenses 12 and 22 are
disposed (arranged) so that the light beams emitted from the
light sources 11 and 21, respectively, are substantially parallel
to each other. But, actually, due to an influence of the light
emitting widths of the light emitting sections of the light
sources 11 and 21 (semiconductor lasers), the light having
passed through the coupling lenses 12 and 22, respectively, is
diverging light.

Further, a combination of the light source 11 and the cou-
pling lens 12 is a representative (typical) example of a light
source unit according an embodiment. Also, a combination of
the light source 21 and the coupling lens 22 is a representative
example of the light source unit according an embodiment.
Further, the coupling lenses 12 and 22 are a representative
example of an optical device.
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The light beams emitted from the light source 11 and
having passed through the coupling lens 12 are combined
with the corresponding light beams emitted from the light
source 21 and having passed through the coupling lens 22 in
the combining unit 23.

Herein, an optical system of the light from the light sources
11 and 21 to the rotation mirror 14 via the coupling lenses 12
and 22, respectively, and the combining unit 23 may be called
an incident optical system.

In this embodiment, the combining unit 23 combines the
light beams emitted from the light source 11 (and having
passed through the coupling lens 12) with the corresponding
light beams emitted from the light source 21 (and having
passed through the coupling lens 22) so that the combined
light beams pass (travel) in the same respective optical paths
when projected onto the XY plane.

Namely, when viewed from the direction perpendicular to
the XY plane, the light beams combined by the combining
unit 23 can be seen as an overlapped single light beam. Fur-
ther, the XY plane is a representative example of a “predeter-
mined plane” in an embodiment.

Further, in this embodiment, the combining unit 23 com-
bines the light beams emitted from the light source 11 (and
having passed through the coupling lens 12) with the corre-
sponding light beams emitted from the light source 21 and
having passed through the coupling lens 22 so that the com-
bined light beams pass (travel) in the same respective optical
paths when projected onto the X7 plane.

Namely, when viewed from the direction perpendicular to
the X7 plane, the light beam combined by the combining unit
23 can be seen as an overlapped single light beam.

The light beams combined by the combining unit 23 are
incident on the reflection mirror 13, so that the light paths of
the light beams are changed by the reflection mirror 13 to be
incident on the rotation mirror 14. The angular difference
between the direction of the light incident on the reflection
mirror 13 and the direction of the light reflected by the reflec-
tion mirror 13 in the XY plane may be set to, for example,
approximately 60 degrees.

The rotation mirror 14 includes at least two reflecting parts
(reflecting surfaces), and the reflecting parts are tilted at dif-
ferent angles relative to the rotation axis 140 of the rotation
mirror 14.

Further, in this embodiment, the optical paths in the inci-
dent optical system are designed so that the optical paths are
outside the region 14x of the rotation mirror 14 when pro-
jected onto the XY plane. Here, the region 14x is defined as
the outermost edge of the track of the rotation mirror 14 when
the rotation mirror 14 is rotated.

The rotation mirror 14 (polariscope) is driven and con-
trolled by a rotation mirror driving board 24 (polariscope
driving unit). A combination of the rotation mirror 14 and the
rotation mirror driving board 24 is a representative example
of a deflection unit according to an embodiment.

Further, the incident optical system may be an optical
system in which the light beams emitted from the light
sources 11 and 21 are directly incident on the combining unit
23, and the combined light beams are incident on the reflec-
tion mirror 13 via one coupling lens. In this case, when the
distance between the light source 11 and the single coupling
lens is equal to the distance between the light source 21 and
the single coupling lens, the convergence states in the single
coupling lens become equivalent, which is preferable.

As the combining unit 23, a polarization beam splitter, a
dichroic mirror or the like may be used. When the dichroic
mirror is used as the combining unit 23, it may be desired that
the oscillation wavelength of the light source 11 differs from
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the oscillation wavelength of the light source 21. In this case,
when a temperature fluctuation range of the using use envi-
ronment of the object detection apparatus 10 is wide, the
wavelength transition of the light sources 11 and 21 due to the
temperature fluctuation may become greater.

Therefore, it may become necessary to consider the greater
wavelength transition due to the temperature fluctuation.
Accordingly, it may be necessary to maintain a higher trans-
mission factor and reflection ratio across a wide wavelength
range. As a result, it may become difficult to secure sufficient
reliability.

On the other hand, when a polarization beam splitter is
used as the combining unit 23, it is not required that the
emission wavelength of the light source 11 is (set to be)
different from the emission wavelength of the light source 21.
Therefore, it becomes possible to stably combine a plurality
of light beams regardless of the wavelength transition of the
light sources.

However, in the case where the polarization beam splitter is
used as the combining unit 23, it may be necessary to have the
polarization states of the light beams incident on the polar-
ization beam splitter be different from each other.

In general, the polarization direction is determined based
on the direction of the active layer (“active-layer direction™)
of the laser diode. Therefore, to achieve the different polar-
ization states, it is thought necessary that the active-layer
direction of one light source is different from the active layer-
direction of the other light source (by, for example, rotating
relative to the emission direction of the light beam by 90
degrees).

However, in this case, if the profile in the first direction
relative to the light emission direction of the light beam
differs from the profile in the second direction orthogonal to
the first direction relative to the light emission direction of the
light beam, the same region to be detected by the light beams
and the same angular resolution may not be achieved.

To resolve the problem, in this embodiment, by disposing
a unit such as a half-wavelength plate that changes the polar-
ization direction (polarization direction changing unit) on the
optical path (light path) between one light source and the
polarization beam splitter, it becomes possible to change the
polarization direction only without changing the profile.

By doing this, it may become possible to combine light
beams while the active-layer direction of the light sources 11
and 21 is maintained in the same direction (i.e., while the
profiles of the light beams from the light sources in the irra-
diated region are equal to each other). As a result, it may
become possible for the same region to be detected by the
light beams with the same angular resolution.

Further, when a plurality of the light beams have different
polarization states, the transmission factors and the reflection
ratios of the light beams in the optical devices used in the
object detection apparatus 10 may differ from each other.
Further, the reflection/diffusion states at the object may also
differ from each other.

To resolve the problem, in this embodiment, by disposing
a polarization state changing unit that changes the polariza-
tion states of the light beams (e.g., a quarter-wavelength plate
that changes the polarization state from linear polarization in
different polarization directions to circular polarization) on
the downstream side of the polarization beam splitter, the
polarization states may be changed to the same polarization
state. As a result, it may become possible to stabilize the light
amounts of the light beams and achieve the same detection
accuracy among the light beams.

In this embodiment, the rotation mirror 14 includes four
reflection parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and 14d. The slant angles of the
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reflection parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and 144 relative to the rotation
axis 140 are set to be different from each other.

By having the reflection parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and 144, it
becomes possible to switch the traveling direction of the light
beam reflected by the rotation mirror 14 relative to the XY
plane. Therefore, the layer to be detected may be shifted in the
Z direction for each of the reflection parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and
14d.

Namely, the regions different from each other in the Z
direction may be scanned by separately using the reflection
parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and 14d. In the case according to this
embodiment, four layers may be detected.

The light beam incident on the rotation mirror 14 is
deflected by the rotating reflection parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and
144, so that the irradiated light beam scans the detection range
110 of the image surface 100.

The reflected light and the scattered light from the detec-
tion range 110 of the image surface 100 are incident on the
rotation mirror 14 again, sequentially reflected by the reflec-
tion parts 14a, 145, 14¢, and 14d, and further reflected by the
reflection mirror 15 to be incident on the imaging lens 16.

The imaging lens 16 forms an image based on the reflected
light or the scattered light from the detection range 110 ofthe
image surface 100. The reflected light or the scattered light
from the detection range 110 of the image surface 100 that
passes through the imaging lens 16 is incident on the optical
detector 17. The imaging lens 16 is a representative example
of an imaging unit according to an embodiment.

The optical detector 17 includes a light receiving surface to
receive the reflected light or the scattered light via the imag-
ing lens 16 to detect an object, the reflected light or the
scattered light being based on the light beam irradiated on the
detection range 110 of the image surface 100. As the optical
detector 17, an Avalanche Photodiode (APD), a PIN photo-
diode (PPD) or the like may be used.

The optical detector 17 is driven and controlled by the
optical detector driving board 25 (optical detector driving
unit). A combination of the optical detector 17 and the optical
detector driving board 25 is a representative example of an
optical detection unit according to an embodiment. Further,
the light-receiving-side optical system may include only a
lens and an optical detector without any rotation mirror.

Next, an effect particular to the object detection apparatus
10 in this embodiment is described with reference to cases of
comparative examples where no combining unit is used.

FIGS. 3A and 3B schematically illustrate projection-side
optical systems of object detection apparatuses in the cross
section parallel to the XY plane according to the comparative
examples.

FIG. 3A illustrates an object detection apparatus 80
according to one of the comparative examples. As shown in
FIG. 3A, in the object detection apparatus 80, the light
sources 11 and 21 and the coupling lenses 12 and 22 are
arranged so that the there is an angular difference between the
direction of the optical beams from the light source 11 and the
coupling lens 12 and the direction of the optical beams from
the light source 21 and the coupling lens 22.

Namely, the direction of the optical beams from the light
source 11 and the coupling lens 12 is not parallel to the
direction of the optical beams from the light source 21 and the
coupling lens 22.

In this configuration, to avoid the increase in size of the
rotation mirror 14 (i.e., to use the rotation mirror 14 having
substantially the same size as that of the object detection
apparatus), it may be required to cross the light beams, which
are emitted from the light sources 11 and 21, on the rotation
mirror 14 in the XY plane.
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However, in this case, due to the different incident posi-
tions between light beams on the reflection mirror 13, it may
become necessary to use a reflection mirror 130 having a
greater size than that of the reflection mirror 13. As result, the
size of the object detection apparatus may be accordingly
increased.

Further, when the reflection mirror 130 having a greater
size is used, a part of the light beams reflected by the rotation
mirror 14 may be blocked by a part Z (see FIG. 3A) of the
reflection mirror 130. Namely, a so-called truncation may
occur due to the part Z of the reflection mirror 130.

To avoid the occurrence of the truncation, it may be
required to reduce the size of the light-beam radius or narrow
the scanning angle. However, in any case, the light amount
may be reduced and the detection range may also become
smaller.

Further, in the case of FIG. 3A, the arrangements of the
light sources 11 and 21 and the coupling lenses 12 and 22 may
be changed so that the direction of the optical beams from the
light source 11 and the coupling lens 12 is parallel to the
direction of the optical beams from the light source 21 and the
coupling lens 22. However, in this case, the exterior size of the
object detection apparatus and the sizes of the reflection mir-
ror and the rotation mirror may be similarly increased.

FIG. 3B illustrate an object detection apparatus 90 accord-
ing to another comparative example. As shown in FIG. 3B, in
the object detection apparatus 90, similar to the object detec-
tion apparatus 80 in FIG. 3A, the light sources 11 and 21 and
the coupling lenses 12 and 22 are arranged so that the there is
an angular difference between the direction of the optical
beams from the light source 11 and the coupling lens 12 and
the direction of the optical beams from the light source 21 and
the coupling lens 22.

Namely, the direction of the optical beams from the light
source 11 and the coupling lens 12 is not parallel to the
direction of the optical beams from the light source 21 and the
coupling lens 22.

In such arrangements, to avoid the increase of the size of
the reflection mirror 13 (i.e., to use the reflection mirror 13
having substantially the same size as that of the object detec-
tion apparatus), it may be required to cross the light beams,
which are emitted from the light sources 11 and 21, on the
reflection mirror 13 in the XY plane.

However, in this case, due to the different incident posi-
tions between light beams on the rotation mirror 14, it may
become necessary to use a rotation mirror 140 having a
greater size than that of the rotation mirror 14 (having aregion
140x greater than the region 14x). As a result, the size of the
object detection apparatus may be accordingly increased.

Further, in FIG. 3B, the reference numeral 1400 denotes
the rotation axis of the rotation mirror 140, and the reference
numerals 140a, 1405, 140¢, and 1404 denote the respective
reflection parts (reflection surfaces) of the rotation mirror
140.

To avoid the use of the rotation mirror 140 having a greater
size, it may be required to reduce the size of the light-beam
radius or narrow the scanning angle. However, in any case, the
light amount may be reduced and the detection range may
also become smaller.

Further, in this configuration, due to closer distances
between the light sources 11 and 21 and between the coupling
lenses 12 and 22, the truncation may occur.

On the other hand, in the object detection apparatus 10
according to this embodiment, the combining unit 23 is used
so that the light beams emitted from the light sources 11 and
21, which are semiconductor lasers, travel on the same optical
path in the XY plane. Further, when the optical path in the
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incident optical system projected on the XY plane, it is
designed that the optical path travels outside the region 14X
of the rotation mirror 14. As a result, any optical path of the
light beams in the incident optical system is not blocked (i.e.,
no truncation occurs) and it is not necessary to reduce the size
of the light-beam radius.

Namely, unlike the cases of the comparative example, in
this embodiment, it may become possible to detect an object
using sufficient light beams without reducing the light
amount and detection range or without increasing the entire
size of the object detection apparatus.

Further, a plurality of light beams may irradiate the same
regions of the object; therefore, a sufficient light amount may
be applied to the object and an object further separated from
the object detection apparatus may be detected more easily.
The object detection apparatus 10 according to this embodi-
ment may be used, for example, in a laser radar to be mounted
in a vehicle.

Second Embodiment

In a second embodiment, an object detection apparatus, in
which the arrangement of the optical devices in the projec-
tion-side optical system is different from that in the first
embodiment, is described. In the description in the second
embodiment, the same reference numerals are used to
describe the same elements as described in the first embodi-
ment and repeated descriptions thereof may be omitted.

FIG. 4 schematically illustrates an example configuration
of the projection-side optical system of an object detection
apparatus according to the second embodiment in a cross
section parallel to the XY plane. However, it should be noted
that only the incident optical system to cause the light beams
to be incident on the rotation mirror 14 is illustrated. Further,
it is assumed that the configuration of the rest of the optical
system, which is not illustrated in FIG. 4 (including the light-
receiving-side optical system), is similar to the configuration
in the first embodiment.

As illustrated in FIG. 4, in an object detection apparatus 30
according to the second embodiment, a combining unit 33
combines the light beams emitted from the light source 11
(and having passed through the coupling lens 12) with the
corresponding light beams emitted from the light source 21
(and having passed through the coupling lens 22) so that the
combined light beams pass (travel) in the same respective
optical paths when projected onto the XY plane.

Namely, when viewed from the direction perpendicular to
the XY plane, the light beam combined by the combining unit
33 can be seen as an overlapped single light beam.

Further, the combining unit 33 combines the light beams
emitted from the light source 11 (and having passed through
the coupling lens 12) with the corresponding light beams
emitted from the light source 21 (and having passed through
the coupling lens 22) so that the combined light beams pass
(travel) in the same respective optical paths when projected
onto the XZ plane. Namely, when viewed from the direction
perpendicular to the XZ plane, the light beam combined by
the combining unit 33 can be seen as an overlapped single
light beam.

Further, in the incident optical system, the optical paths
projected onto the XY plane are arranged so as to pass (travel)
outside the region 14x of the rotation mirror 14.

However, the configuration of the object detection appara-
tus 30 according to the second embodiment differs from the
configuration of the object detection apparatus 10 according
to the firstembodiment (see FIGS. 1A and 1B) in that the light
sources 11 and 21 are arranged so that both of the emission
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axes (which extend in the direction parallel to the emitting
direction of the light beams emitted from the respective light
sources) of the light sources 11 and 21 are perpendicular to
the light receiving surface of the optical detector 17 in the
light-receiving-side optical system.

Further, the light beams emitted from the light sources 11
and 21 and having passed through the coupling lens 12 and
22, respectively, are incident on the combining unit 33.

By arranging the light sources 11 and 21 as illustrated in
FIG. 4, it may become possible to integrate a driving circuit
(light source driving unit) to drive and control the light
sources 11 and 21 and a driving circuit (optical detector
driving unit) to drive and control the optical detector 17 into
the same substrate 34.

Therefore, the number of parts to be mounted may be
reduced. Further, the distance between the light sources 11
and 21 the optical detector 17 may be reduced. Therefore, the
size of the object detection apparatus may further be reduced.

Third Embodiment

In a third embodiment, an object detection apparatus, in
which the arrangement of the optical devices in the projec-
tion-side optical system is different from that in the first and
second embodiments, is described. In the description in the
third embodiment, the same reference numerals are used to
describe the same elements described in the above embodi-
ments and repeated descriptions thereof may be omitted.

FIGS. 5A and 5B schematically illustrate an example pro-
jection-side optical system of an object detection apparatus
according to the third embodiment. Specifically, FIG. 5A
illustrates a cross section in the direction parallel to the XY
plane, and FIG. 5B illustrates a cross section in the direction
parallel to the YZ plane.

Further, it is assumed that the configuration of the rest of
the optical system, which is not illustrated in FIGS. 5A and
5B (including the light-receiving-side optical system), is
similar to the configuration in the first embodiment.

As schematically illustrated in FIGS. 5A and 5B, in an
object detection apparatus 40 according to the third embodi-
ment, the combining unit 33 combines the light beams emit-
ted from the light source 11 with the corresponding light
beams emitted from the light source 21 so that the combined
light beams pass (travel) in the same respective optical paths
when projected onto the XY plane.

Namely, when viewed from the direction perpendicular to
the XY plane, the light beam combined by the combining unit
33 can be seen as an overlapped single light beam.

Further, the combining unit 33 combines the light beams
emitted from the light source 11 with the corresponding light
beams emitted from the light source 21 so that the combined
light beams pass (travel) in the same respective optical paths
when projected onto the XZ plane. Namely, when viewed
from the direction perpendicular to the XZ plane, the light
beam combined by the combining unit 33 can be seen as an
overlapped single light beam.

Further, in the incident optical system, the optical paths
projected onto the XY plane are arranged so as to pass (travel)
outside the region 14x of the rotation mirror 14.

However, the configuration of the object detection appara-
tus 40 according to the third embodiment differs from the
configuration of the object detection apparatus 10 according
to the firstembodiment (see FIGS. 1A and 1B) in that the light
sources 11 and 21 are arranged so that both of the emission
axes (which extend in the direction parallel to the emitting
direction of the light beams emitted from the respective light
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sources) of the light sources 11 and 21 are perpendicular to
the rotation axis 140 of the rotation mirror 14.

Further, the light beams emitted from the light sources 11
and 21 and having passed through the coupling lens 12 and
22, respectively, and the combining unit 33 are incident on a
reflection mirror 41, and the light beams reflected by the
reflection mirror 41 are incident on the reflection mirror 13.

By arranging the light sources 11 and 21 as illustrated in
FIGS. 5A and 5B, it may become possible to integrate the
driving circuit (light source driving unit) to drive and control
the light sources 11 and 21 and a driving circuit (deflector
driving unit) to drive and control the rotation mirror 14 into
the same substrate 44.

Therefore, the number of parts to be mounted may be
reduced. Further, the distance between the light sources 11
and 21 and the rotation mirror 14 may be reduced. Therefore,
the size of the object detection apparatus may further be
reduced.

Fourth Embodiment

In a fourth embodiment, an object detection apparatus, in
which the arrangement of the optical devices in the projec-
tion-side optical system is different from that in the first,
second, and third embodiments, is described. In the descrip-
tion in the fourth embodiment, the same reference numerals
are used to describe the same elements described in the above
embodiments and repeated descriptions thereof may be omit-
ted.

FIGS. 6 A and 6B schematically illustrate an example pro-
jection-side optical system of an object detection apparatus
according to the fourth embodiment. Specifically, FIG. 6A
illustrates a cross section in the direction parallel to the XY
plane, and FIG. 6B illustrates a cross section in the direction
parallel to the XZ plane.

However, FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate only the incident
optical system until the light beam is incident on the rotation
mirror 14. Further, it is assumed that the configuration of the
rest of the optical system, which is not illustrated in FIGS. 6 A
and 6B (including the light-receiving-side optical system), is
similar to the configuration in the first embodiment.

As schematically illustrated in FIGS. 6A and 6B, in an
object detection apparatus 50 according to the fourth embodi-
ment, the combining unit 33 combines the light beams emit-
ted from the light source 11 with the corresponding light
beams emitted from the light source 21 so that the combined
light beams pass (travel) in the same respective optical paths
when projected onto the XY plane.

Namely, when viewed from the direction perpendicular to
the XY plane, the light beam combined by the combining unit
33 can be seen as an overlapped single light beam.

Further, in the incident optical system, the optical paths
projected onto the XY plane are arranged so as to pass (travel)
outside the region 14x of the rotation mirror 14.

However, the configuration of the object detection appara-
tus 50 according to the fourth embodiment differs from the
configuration of the object detection apparatus 10 according
to the first embodiment (FIGS. 1A and 1B) in that the com-
bining unit 33 combines the light beams emitted from the
light source 11 with the corresponding light beams emitted
from the light source 21 so that each of the combined light
beams travels in a different optical path when projected on the
XZ plane.

Namely, when viewed from the direction perpendicular to
the X7 plane, the combined beam cannot be seen as an over-
lapped single beam.
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In other words, when projected onto the X7 plane, the light
source 11 and the light source 21 are disposed (arranged) in
different positions in the Z direction. Also, the coupling lens
12 and the coupling lens 22 are disposed in different positions
in the Z direction. There is an angular difference between the
light source 11 and the light source 21 in the XZ plane.

Therefore, the incident angle of the light beams emitted
from the light source 11 on the rotation mirror 14 is different
from the incident angle of the light beams emitted from the
light source 21 on the rotation mirror 14. Further, in this
embodiment, the XY plane is perpendicular to the plane
including the light beams just before being incident on the
rotation mirror 14.

By having this configuration, the light sources 11 and 21
can scan different regions in the Z direction of the detection
range 110. Therefore, it may become possible to divide the
detection range 110 into two layers to detect an object in the
detection range 110.

Namely the detection resolution in the Z direction may be
enhanced. By selecting (setting) the positions of the light
sources and coupling lenses in the z direction, it may become
possible to arbitrarily design (determine) the angle resolution
and the overlapping manner in the region irradiated by the
light beams from the light sources 11 and 21.

FIGS. 7A through 8B schematically illustrate the arrange-
ments of the light sources and the coupling lenses according
to this embodiment. FIG. 7A illustrates a case where the light
ray emission axis of the center of the emitting region of the
light source 11 coincides with the optical axis of the coupling
lens 12.

Onthe other hand, FIG. 7B illustrates a case where the light
ray emission axis of the center of the emitting region of the
light source 11 does not coincide with (differs from) the
optical axis of the coupling lens 12. In FIGS. 7A and 7B, the
reference numerals 11a and 124 denote the emitting region in
the Z direction of the light source 11 which is a semiconductor
laser and the principal (main) plane of the coupling lens 12,
respectively.

In FIGS. 7A and 7B, the size of the emitting region 11a is
considered, so that the light beams emitted from the center of
the emitting region 11a are depicted as thick solid lines, the
light beams emitted from the end of the emitting region 11a in
the +Z direction are depicted as dotted lines, and the light
beams emitted from the end of the emitting region 11« in the
-7 direction are depicted as thin solid lines.

Further, the beam ray A has the peaked (maximum) emis-
sion intensity emitted in the direction parallel to the optical
axis of the coupling lens 12. The beam rays B and C have half
of'the peaked (maximum) emission intensity. The beam ray D
crosses the optical axis of the coupling lens 12 on the main
surface of the coupling lens 12. Further, the signs A though D
for the dotted lines and the thin solid lines of the light beams
are omitted.

In FIG. 7A, the light beam depicted as the thick solid line
extending from the center of the emitting region 11a coin-
cides with the optical axis of the coupling lens 12. Therefore,
in the light beam depicted as thick solid lines, the light ray A
coincides with the light ray D.

Therefore, only three thick solid lines are illustrated. Fur-
ther, herein, it is assumed that the light ray having the peaked
(maximum) emission intensity emitted from the center of the
emitting region 11a is considered as the geometric (gravity)
center of the light beam emitted from the light source 11.

Asillustrated in FIGS. 7A and 7B, when the light source 11
is thought of as an area light source and the emitting region
11a is considered, even if the light beam emitted from one
point is changed into a parallel light beam by the coupling
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lens, the light beam may diffuse due to the influence of the
radius of the emitting region 11a.

FIGS. 8A and 8B illustrate the combining of the light
beams emitted from the light sources 11 and 21. For simpli-
fication purposes, the illustration of the combining by the
combining unit is herein omitted. FIGS. 8 A and 8B illustrate
the light ray having the peaked (maximum) emission intensity
of the light beam emitted from the center of the emission
region (i.e., the light ray which becomes the geometric center
of'the light beam emitted from the light source), the light ray
passing the optical axis of the coupling lens, the light rays of
the light beams emitted from the ends in the +Z and -Z
directions of the emitting region and passing the optical axis
of the coupling lens, and the outermost light rays of the
irradiated region.

Further, the light rays emitted from the light source 11 are
depicted as the dotted lines, and the light rays emitted from
the light source 21 are depicted as the solid lines. However,
the light rays that become the respective geometric centers of
the light beams are depicted as the thick solid lines. Further,
the reference numerals 12x and 22x denote the optical axes of
the coupling lenses 12 and 22, respectively.

FIG. 8A illustrates a method of preventing the increase of
the size of the rotation mirror. In FIG. 8A, the light source 11
serves as the light source that relatively irradiates the +7
direction side. To that end, the position of the emitting region
11a of the light source 11 in the Z direction is relatively
shifted in the —Z direction when compared with the position
of the emitting region 21a of the light source 21.

By having the configuration as illustrated in FIG. 8 A, the
irradiated region of the light beams having passed through the
main surfaces 12a and 22a of the coupling lenses 12 and 22,
respectively, is not expanded until the end of the range E.
Therefore, by disposing the rotation mirror 14 so that the light
beams are incident on the rotation mirror 14 within the range
E, it may become possible to prevent the increase of the size
of the rotation mirror 14.

Further, in the configuration of FIG. 8A, the light ray
irradiating the outermost position in the —Z direction of the
light source 11 is designed to be parallel to the light ray
irradiating the outermost position in the +Z direction of the
light source 21. By doing this, the region F where the irradi-
ated regions of the light sources 11 and 21 are overlapped may
not expand and become constant.

Ifthe region F expands where irradiated regions of the light
sources 11 and 21 are overlapped or if it is required to increase
the aperture (gap), the direction of the light ray of the light
source 11 irradiating the outermost end in —Z direction and
the direction of the light ray of the light source 21 irradiating
the outermost end in +Z direction may be determined so that
there is a predetermined angle generated between those direc-
tions.

FIG. 8B illustrates a method of reducing the region where
the irradiated regions of the light sources 11 and 21 are
overlapped. In FIG. 8B, for explanatory purposes, the emit-
ting region 11a of the light source 11 is shifted in the +X
direction relative to the emitting region 21a of the light source
21.

However, actually, the position of the emitting region 11a
of the light source 11 is the same as the position of the
emitting region 21a of the light source 21 in the X direction.
However, as illustrated in FIG. 8B, the emitting region 11a of
the light source 11 may be shifted in the +X direction relative
to the emitting region 21a of the light source 21.

In FIG. 8B, it is assumed that the light source 11 irradiates
the region on the relatively plus side in the Z direction. To that
end, the position of the emitting region 11a of the light source
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11 is shifted in the +Z direction when compared with the
position of the emitting region 21a of the light source 21.
Also, the light rays emitted from the light sources 11 and 21
to become the respective geometric centers of the light beams
are designed so as not to cross each other.

By having the configuration as illustrated in FIG. 8B, it
may become possible to prevent the light rays of the light
source 11 irradiating the outermost end in the -Z direction
from crossing the light rays of the light source 21 irradiating
the outermost end in the +Z direction.

As aresult, it may become effective when an object having
a greater size in the Z direction is to be detected. Further, it
may become possible to distinguish the irradiated region G of
the light source 11 from the irradiated region H of the light
source 21. As a result, the detection accuracy may be
improved.

In this embodiment, as the angle of diffusion from one
point, the directions of the light rays having the half of the
peaked (maximum) emission intensity of the light source 11
are designed so as not to cross the light rays of the light source
21. However, the maximum emission intensity where the
overlap is allowed may be arbitrarily changed by determining
the distance between the light sources 11 and 21 in the Z
direction.

When it is not desired that the irradiated region of the light
source 11 overlaps the irradiated region of the light source 21,
the positions ofthe light sources 11 and 21 may be changed in
the Z direction so that the light amount of the overlapped area
is less than or equal to a desired value.

Although the invention has been described with respect to
specific embodiments for a complete and clear disclosure, the
appended claims are not to be thus limited but are to be
construed as embodying all modifications and alternative
constructions that may occur to one skilled in the art that
fairly fall within the basic teaching herein set forth.

For example, in the above embodiments, a case is
described where the number of the light sources is two. How-
ever, the object detection apparatus according to an embodi-
ment may include three or more light sources.

What is claimed is:

1. An object detection apparatus comprising:

an incident optical system including
a plurality of light source units, and
a combining unit to combine light beams emitted from

the light source units;

a deflection unit including rotating reflection parts that
deflect the light beams to scan and be irradiated on a
predetermined range of an object;

an imaging unit to form an image based on reflected light or
scattered light from the predetermined range of the
object; and

an optical detector to detect the object based on the
reflected light or the scattered light received via the
imaging unit,

wherein the combining unit is to combine the light beams
emitted from the light source units such that each of the
combined light beams travels a single light path when
the combined light beams are viewed along a first plane,

wherein the light source units include respective light
sources and optical devices that change a state of the
light beams emitted from the light sources into a prede-
termined state,

wherein when the light sources and the optical devices are
viewed along a second plane which is perpendicular to
the first plane, the light sources and the optical devices of
the light source units are disposed in different positions,
respectively, so that the light beams emitted from the
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light sources of the light source units are incident on the
deflection unit at different angles when the light beams
are viewed along the second plane, and
wherein the first plane is perpendicular to a plane that
includes the light beams which are to be incident on the
deflection unit.
2. The object detection apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the light source units are disposed such that the
light beams emitted from the light sources cross each
other in a region in the second plane and rays, which are
emitted from the light sources to become respective
geometric centers of the light beams emitted from the
light sources, do not cross each other in any region in the
second plane.
3. The object detection apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein when it is assumed that a three-dimensional coor-
dinate system is defined by X, Y, and Z axes in which the
X axis extends from the deflection unit to a center of the
predetermined range of the object, the Y axis extends in
the direction parallel to the scanning direction of the
deflection unit, and the Z axis extends in the direction
parallel to the rotating axis of the deflection unit, the first
plane corresponds to the XY plane.
4. The object detection apparatus according to claim 1,
further comprising:
a light source driving unit to drive and control the light
source units,
wherein the optical detector includes an optical detector,
which has a light receiving surface to receive the light
beams transmitted via the imaging unit, and an optical
detector driving unit that drives and controls the optical
detector,
wherein the light source units and the optical detector are
disposed so that an emission direction of the light beams
emitted from the light sources is perpendicular to the
light receiving surface of the optical detector, and
wherein the light source driving unit and the optical detec-
tor driving unit are integrally provided.
5. The object detection apparatus according to claim 1,
further comprising:
a light source driving unit to drive and control the light
source units,
wherein the deflection unit includes a deflector having a
rotation axis and a deflector driving unit that drives and
controls the deflector,
wherein the light source driving unit and the deflector
driving unit are disposed so that the emission direction
of the light beams emitted from the light sources is
parallel to the rotation axis, and
wherein the light source driving unit and the deflector
driving unit are integrally provided.
6. The object detection apparatus according to claim 1,
wherein the combining unit is a polarization beam splitter.
7. The object detection apparatus according to claim 6,
wherein the light source units include respective light
sources having an active layer,
wherein the active layers are disposed in the same direc-
tion,
wherein the object detection apparatus further comprises a
polarization direction changing unit disposed between
one of the light sources and the combining unit, and to
change the polarization direction of the light beams.
8. The object detection apparatus according to claim 6,
further comprising:
a polarization direction changing unit to change a state of
the light beams combined by the combining unit.
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